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GENESIS OF BRISBANE CITY COUNCIL 
The first ten years of civic government in Brisbane 
[By ARTHUR LAURIE] 
(Read at the meeting of The Historical Society of 
Queensland, Inc., on 29th October 1935). 
Previous to the establishment of the Brisbane 
City Council, the government of the town must have 
been carried out by the Government Resident; origin-
ally the streets were formed and cleared by convicts. 
When the town was thrown open for free settlement 
in 1842, it is not recorded how the town was main-
tained untU 1859, but the Government must have been 
responsible. 
It is on record that the first ferry was started 
across the river, between North Quay and Russell 
Street, South Brisbane, but whether it was privately 
or publicly owned and controlled, there does not appear 
to be any record. 
In 1859 the population of the town is given at 
5,000 and the inhabitants must have been largely de-
pendant on the pastoral industry in the country; the 
Darling Downs was settled by squatters with big hold-
ings carrying sheep, also the Brisbane Valley and the 
Burnett districts, and most of the trade passed 
through Brisbane. Agriculture at this period could 
hardly be called an industry as most of the produce 
grown was for purely local requirements. The timber 
industry was in a small way of progress, and there 
was the first of what might be called the beginning 
of the meat industry, a boiling down works on Kan-
garoo Point for tallow and bones. The mining industry 
in Queensland was for the future, and the hopes of the 
people of Brisbane were in what the future might hold 
for them. 
Information is taken from minutes of Council 
meetings and from Brisbane "Courier" files. 
The year 1859 saw the beginning of Local Govern-
ment or Civic Control of the town of Brisbane, a pro-
clamation appearing in the Government Gazette dated 
6th September 1859 by Sir WiUiam Denison, Governor 
of New South Wales, under the Municipalities Act of 
1858 passed by the New South Wales Parliament as a 
result of a petition signed by four hundred and twenty 
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householders praying that within the town, hamlet and 
rural district that Brisbane be declared a Municipality; 
the petition mentions that the population of the town 
of Brisbane and suburbs was five thousand people. The 
prayer and petition of the people of Brisbane was 
granted. 
As the Council was established three months be-
fore the date of Separation of the New Colony of 
Queensland from New South Wales, the decision re-
garding Separation of the two colonies must have been 
effected some months previously, as that decision had 
to come from England and the decision regarding the 
establishment of a Municipality came from Sydney, 
the Council got a start ahead of the Queensland Par-
liament, but the agitation for both forms of Govern-
ment must have been going on at the same time as 
far as the people of Brisbane were concerned. 
The area embracing the area of the new Munici-
pality was as follows:— 
"Embracing the Town of Brisbane in the County 
of Stanley, commencing on the left bank of the Bris-
bane River at the Southern extremity of the north-
west side of the road dividing John McConnell's 13 
acres 1 rood and 2 perches and 21 acres 3 roods and 4 
perches and bounded on part of the east by the north-
west side of the road, north-easterly to the south 
corner of J. C. Wickham's 30 acres thence on the north 
by the south-west boundary of Wickham's 30 acres 
and the south-west side of the road which forms the 
south-west boundary of James Gibbon's 86 acres and 
33 perches and T. Shannon's 13 acres and 19 perches 
to the new bridge on Eagle Farm road thence by lines 
north-westerly, in all 37 chains and 24 links up the 
north side of Yorks Hollow swamp to a point west of 
the old road to Eagle Farm, and opposite to the ridge 
which divides Yorks and Spring Hollows, thence by 
lines south-westerly to, and along that ridge and the 
ridge forming the southern watershed of Yorks Hollow 
to a point north by compass from the north-east corner 
of the Jews burial ground for North Brisbane, on the 
west by a line bearing south and forming the eastern 
boundaries of the Jews, Roman Catholics, Presby-
terians and Aborigines burial grounds, to the north 
corner of D. R. Somerset's 2 acres and 38 perches, by 
the south-west side of the road forming the north-east 
boundary of that land, to a small creek which forms 
its south boundary and by that creek to the Brisbane 
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River, to the north extremity of the west side of 
Boundary Street, South Brisbane, being the north cor-
ner of J. Croft's 2 acres, and by the west side of Boun-
dary Street southerly to the south side of Vulture 
Street, on the south by the south side of Vulture 
Street, and of the road in continuation thereof easterly 
to a point due south of the south-east corner of W, 
Kent's 6 acres 1 rood and 13 perches, and on the re-
mainder of the east by a line north to that point, by 
the west side of the road bounding Kent's land on the 
east northerly to the Brisbane River, by its extension 
northerly to the Brisbane River, by its extension nor-
therly across that river, and by the left bank of the 
river upwards to the point of commencement. 
W. DENNISON, Governor. 
CHARLES COUPER, Colonial Secretary." 
The first election was held on 13th October 1859 
and the Returning Officer was James Gibbon, Esq., 
who must have worked rapidly, and who declared at 
noon the following gentlemen elected as Aldermen:— 
John Petrie, 335 votes; Patrick Mayne, 274; Thos. 
Blackett Stephens, 203; Joshua Jeays, 166; Albert 
John Hockings, 126; George Edmonstone, 125; Robert 
Cribb, 107; George Warren, 98; WUliam Samuel 
Sutton, 95. 
The Council met on the same day that they were 
elected at 3 p.m. in the Police Office, that would be 
where the present G.P.O. is situated in Queen Street, 
and the first motion to be moved stands to the credit 
of Aid. Mayne and seconded by Aid. Sutton that Aid. 
John Petrie be appointed Mayor. That motion was 
carried unanimously. 
The second motion that was moved and carried 
was that the Mayor be requested to call on the Govern-
ment Resident to secure a room in the Court House 
for the purpose of holding the CouncU meetings and 
later records show that he was successful. That must 
have been all the business transacted at that meeting, 
which must have meant a strenuous day for the Alder-
men seeing they were declared elected on the same 
day. 
The question of a good water supply for the town 
must have been one of the early troubles of the new 
Council because on the second meeting held on 17th 
October, a letter was received from a Mr. Pettigrew, 
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who was later to become an Alderman, concerning the 
state of the reservoir, which was a water hole near 
the site of the present new Town Hall, and had been a 
source of water supply to the town right back in the 
days of the convicts. A later meeting decided to call 
tenders to repair the damage to the landing stages and 
other necessary work, but when the tenders came up 
for consideration, they were all rejected, and the deci-
sion then was to spend £500 on repairs to the reser-
voir, to be done by piece work under the supervision 
of the Improvement Committee. It also became the 
policy of the Council later to charge residents Id. per 
54-gallon cask. 
The first Committee to be formed was Finance, 
and the first account to be paid was passed at a meet-
ing held on 31st October 1859 amounting to £13 for 
work done and services rendered. Also estimates of 
expenditure were submitted for the current year 
amounting to £1,000. About this time arrangements 
were being made to welcome the new Governor and 
the Council was approached by the Reception Com-
mittee to have holes filled in, in George Street, and 
also to have trees removed in that street which would 
interfere with the procession. The request, of course, 
was agreed, but it would be interesting to know which 
portion of George Street was referred, as there was no 
Parliament House built in those days and the Gov-
ernor's residence was to be Dr. Hobb's house, which is 
now the Deanery on St. John's Cathedral grounds. 
The meeting of 31st October 1859 shows another 
interesting record in the fact that a Town Hall was 
first mentioned, and the Council decided to apply to 
the Government for sufficient space on Gaol Hill, with 
a frontage to Queen Street, for a Town Hall and 
General Market site. Gaol Hill is where the old Town 
Hall now stands, so the Council must have been suc-
cessful in one request; the General Markets, as is well 
known, is in another centre of the City. 
On 28th November 1859 the. Council decided to 
definitely have a Town Clerk and fixed the salary at 
£220 per annum, and the meeting of 12th December 
1859 appointed Mr. W. W. Boyce to the position. On 
10th December 1859, which is Queensland's birthday, 
the Council met for the purpose of meeting the new 
Governor, Sir George Ferguson Bowen, on his landing, 
and met again on 12th December to present an address 
of welcome from the citizens of Brisbane, to his Excel-
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lency, and the next meeting was held on 26th Decem-
ber, which was Boxing Day; no reference was made 
to the day and it would be interesting to know how 
many hplidays were recognised in those early days. 
The same meeting records that a complaint was 
received from a Mr, Geo, Dawson about pigs and goats 
being allowed to roam the streets and create a nuis-
ance to the citizens. It was considered either this 
complaint was of no importance, or perhaps it was of 
great importance to the owners of the animals and the 
support the Aldermen got from them; anyway the 
decision was that the letter lay on the table. 
The question of labour must have also been one 
of Brisbane's early troubles, because a motion 
appeared on the records on 20th February 1860, "That 
the Mayor be authorised to arrange with the authori-
ties for employment of hard labour prisoners in Bris-
bane to work on the roads on the outskirts of the town 
and the only cost to be borne by the Council was the 
payment of not more than three gourds"; an amend-
ment was moved as foUows: "As the majority of Bris-
bane's inhabitants may be averse to prison labour, 
public views should be sought on the matter"; that 
amendment was lost. The request for prison labour 
must have been successful because on 21st May 1860 
the Council decided that 3d. per day be paid to con-
victs working on Council roads on production of a 
Certificate of Good Conduct. The clerk that recorded 
the minutes placed query marks after the word con-
duct. A request was made on 18th June 1860 by the 
Sheriff of Queensland for arrangements for stones to 
be broken in the gaol yard by aboriginal prisoners and 
the Council to pay 6/6 per day for the employment of 
an extra turnkey to supervise the work. The signi-
ficance of that request appears to me that the abo's 
were not safe to be allowed out in the open. 
Cross river communication receives the first men-
tion on the CouncU minutes on 19th November 1860 
when a notice of motion was given by Aid. Jeays that 
the Government be approached to instruct the Marine 
surveyor to select a site for the bridge between North 
and South Brisbane. A later meeting decided upon a 
division of five votes to four votes that the site of the 
bridge be at the end of Queen Street; the division of 
opinion suggests that there were other sites as well as 
Queen Street. A feature of the voting in the early 
life of the Council were divisions were recorded under 
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the headings of Pro and Con, but later on the words 
For and Against appear on the records. On 31st Decem-
ber 1860, the last day of the year, the CouncU ap-
pointed Mr. Charles LUley their City Solicitor. This 
gentleman, as is well known, later became Premier and 
Chief Justice of Queensland. The CouncU also about 
this period carried a resolution that defaulting rate-
payers' names would be published in the Social papers, 
but there is no record in the minutes whether this 
threat was put into effect or not, or whether there 
was any result from it. On 18th February 1861 Aid. 
John Petrie was elected for a second term as Mayor, 
and 4th March 1861 a Committee was formed for the 
purpose of providing lights for the streets of the city. 
This proposition must have taken some time to con-
sider because on 14th October of the same year the 
Council decided to install one hundred and fifty kero-
sene lamps for the purpose of lighting the streets of 
the city. 
The question of reduced working hours must have 
been apparent early in the life of the Colony as a letter 
was received from Mr. J. Gleadhill, Secretary of 8-
Hour Day Movement, asking that a representative of 
the Council as an employer attend a meeting in favour 
of the 8-Hour Day Movement. This was on 15th April 
1861, but there is no record of what happened, but on 
22nd July 1861 Aid. Warren presented a petition from 
Council employees praying for a reduction of working 
hours to eight per day. The Council of the day must 
have been unsympathetic because nearly twelve 
months later, the Council carried a resolution that 
labourers' wages be 6/- per day of ten hours. The 
decision to have a Town Hall must have been settled 
on 29th February 1864 because a Select Committee 
was appointed for the purpose of supervising building 
operations and to provide funds for carrying out the 
work. The year 1865 on 17th February, which was 
the day the Council met to select the Mayor for the 
ensuing year, was marked by a good deal of ill-feeling 
and friction amongst the Aldermen as to who would 
occupy the Chair. Three Aldermen were nominated, 
Petrie, Pettigrew and Hockings. A motion to decide 
the position by ballot was defeated. A call to decide 
the question by open vote and by a show of hands was 
carried out and the first result showed the defeat of 
Aid. Petrie by six votes to three, the second call, which 
was Aid. Pettigrew's test, showed five votes in favour 
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of him, and five against; one Alderman named Mark-
well refused to vote and the Chairman gave a casting 
vote in favour of Aid. Pettigrew; a call was then made 
for Aid. Hockings and five Aldermen supported him 
and none voted against. The Chairman then declared 
Aid. Pettigrew elected, but Aid. Hockings entered a 
protest, which must have been upheld because the 
meeting was adjourned for three days. On 20th Feb-
ruary the Council decided to take a ballot for the elec-
tion of the Mayor, the result being Hockings six votes, 
Pettigrew four and Petrie one vote. 
The first mention of the first proposed Royal visit 
to Queensland occurred on 23rd September 1867 when 
the Council decided to appoint a Special Committee to 
make arrangements for a reception to the Duke of 
Edinburgh, and a further reference was made to His 
Royal Highness on 19th March 1868 when a motion 
of sympathy was passed by the Council on account of 
an attempt to assassinate him in Sydney. On 13th 
July 1868 a Committee was formed for the purpose of 
welcoming the New Governor, and the question of 
robes for the Mayor and Town Clerk was raised, but 
the suggestion was defeated by six votes to four. 
Aldermen in any age or period must be of the 
same type, or a type peculiar to the rest of the com-
munity, because a notice of motion appears in the 
minutes of a meeting held on 30th March 1869, which 
reads "that a detective be employed by the Council to 
relieve certain Aldermen from their self-imposed 
duties of investigation." That motion at a subsequent 
meeting was withdrawn, but it goes to show that feel-
ing must have been running high somewhere in the 
activities of the Council; whether it was for good re-
sults or otherwise is not shown in the records. 
After ten years of Municipal Government the pro-
gress of the city could be summed up as follows: a 
Town HaU had been built and completed by 1865 cost-
ing £25,000, a bridge from North to South Brisbane 
was started in 1864 (financial troubles delayed the 
opening untU ten years later), street lighting was 
begun in 1861 with kerosene lamps and gas lighting of 
the streets was adopted in 1866. The first scheme for 
conservation and supply of water was started in the 
Enoggera Ranges in 1863 and was completed in 1866. 
No mention is made during this period regarding 
public transport, buses apparently did not exist, cabs 
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may have been in operation, but there is no record in 
the Council minutes. 
A Fire Brigade on a voluntary basis was in exist-
ence and the station was in Queen Street, next to the 
Town Hall. A great fire occurred in Brisbane in 1866 
on both sides of Queen Street, between Albert and 
Edward Streets, but the Council records are silent on 
the matter. 
From 1859 to 1869 eight Aldermen occupied the 
Mayoral Chair—John Petrie, three times; T. B. 
Stephens, George Edmonstone, Joshua Jeays, A. J. 
Hockings, twice; Richard Warry and John Hardgrave, 
twice. 
